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Robert Coover has secured his reputation as one of the most creative and 
impressive postmodernist writers on the contemporary American literary scene. 
Establishing in his fiction an experimental approach to fictional forms and a 
preoccupation with the ways human beings create order and patterns through 
game-playing, Coover exhibits a strong passion for flaunting artifice in a playful 
manner. The play and game images prevalent in Coover’s fiction demonstrate the 
congruity between his aesthetics and the principal tenet of play theories proposed by 
theorists Johan Huizinga, Roger Caillois, Jacques Ehrmann and many others. Literary 
playfulness has long been recognized as the signature feature of Robert Coover’s 
works ever since the publication of his first novel. Among the various labels that 
Coover has acquired in his four-decade long writing career, an avant-garde 
game-master or vaudevillian might be the most apt description, evidenced in Coover’s 
text by his dazzling array of literary acrobatics and technical virtuosity as an 
innovative postmodernist.  
 This dissertation aims at integrating play theories with postmodernist 
theorizations concerning playful narrative in literary conventions. Beginning with a 
survey of the inherent affinity between play and culture, playfulness and literary 
postmodernism, the dissertation examines how Coover’s literary aesthetics, thematic 
concerns and fiction-making artistic devices fit in with the theoretical contentions of 
play theorists. Coover contends that history, religion, institutions, myth, and theology 
are mere constructs of fictions and that people have the propensity to take for granted 
and hold onto these fictional constructs out of convenience. In his parody of religion, 
history and myth, Coover warns people of the potential danger of being bound to 
those fiction systems. Coover’s staunch faith in the fictionality and complexity of the 
world inspires him to playfully tear down structures so as to recreate and rebuild them. 















strategies and postmodernist techniques to juggle with literary traditions and to 
frustrate conventional expectations. His four novels, namely The Public Burning, The 
Origin of the Brunists, The Universal Baseball Association Inc. J. Henry Waugh, Prop. 
and Gerald’s Party, are selected to show the different aspects of Coover’s 
game-playing with narrative conventions and how religion, history and myth are 
parodied in a ludic manner to provide a new way of thinking.  
Play theorists have unanimously acknowledged the interwoven relationship 
between play and culture. Their recognition of the ubiquity and essentiality of play in 
human life, including aesthetics, language, literature or any other aspects of reality, is 
affirmed and echoed by postmodernist theorists, who have further expanded the 
connection between play and literature into a fundamental part of literary 
postmodernism. These theorists of postmodernism not only define play and playful 
fiction, provide terms and principles to analyze ludic fiction, and point out the 
frequent appropriation of the concepts of play and game by literary critics and writers, 
but also stress the significance of the concept of play in studying the workings of 
literature and the pervasiveness of play in postmodernist literature. The freedom, 
indeterminacy, fragmentation, carnivalization, hybridization and anti-closure that 
characterize postmodernist literature thus render play theory a useful tool for the 
examination of postmodernist writing. Likewise, it’s Coover’s concern for language 
and structure and his ludic parody of literary conventions that make it possible for the 
play theory to be applied to the study of his texts.   
 The Public Burning has established Coover’s fame as an artist in the field of 
contemporary fiction. Coover juxtaposes historical facts with fiction, blends various 
structural forms, and recreates the frenetic paranoia of the American community in a 
unique and playful manner. Adopting a seemingly playful and ludicrous stance to 
reinterpret history, Coover raises questions about human conditions, about the 
influences that shape the world, and more importantly questions the one-dimensional 
American ideology. His sarcastic parody of American history, politics, legislation and 
Cold War mentality is primarily achieved through the characterization of the clownish 















need for a buffoon and the parallels between the clown image and Richard Nixon in 
real life render Nixon a perfect player in the novel. Nixon, the parodied figure of the 
then Vice-President and fantasist, inherits the game-spirit from other protagonists in 
Coover’s fiction. His game is political in nature and much broader in scope than 
Henry’s table-top baseball game. Coover’s Nixon is as obsessed with his games and 
indulged in his fantasies as Coover’s other characters. Games are the same impetus to 
keep Nixon going and make sense out of the chaos in the world. Coover maintains 
continuity in his characterization through Nixon’s infatuation with numerology and 
naming, collecting random numerological details and providing preposterous 
associations. When Coover plays with Nixon who plays with numbers and naming, 
Nixon becomes the subject and object of the play, the player and the played. The 
play-world of Nixon partakes of all the essential elements of play: joy, creativity, 
freedom, tension and isolation. Through the narration of Nixon’s game with numbers 
and naming, Coover suggests the parallel between Nixon’s game and the novelistic 
world, but the major difference between them lies in the medium they are employing, 
with Nixon using numerology and naming and artists using language. Coover’s 
game-playing is also evidenced in his personification of Uncle Sam—a caricatured 
representative of American politics and history and the epitome of Coover’s paradoic 
exaggeration. The satire of naïve American superiority is conveyed through Coover’s 
play with language, epitomized by Uncle Sam’s speech, a mixture of those of the past 
American presidents, heroes and ordinary folks and religious doctrines. In addition, 
Coover recreates a carnivalesque scene on the execution of the Rosenbergs to disclose 
the chicanery of American politics. The reader’s expectation for conventional 
historical fiction is totally baffled and a sense of vertigo is created when the American 
public is celebrating an orgiastic gathering and transforming the Times Square into a 
festive medieval marketplace. Grounding the event in a carnivalesque orgy, along 
with his playful treatment of history and language, Coover’s novel produces a new 
and disconcerting meaning, challenging the reader to reexamine established notions, 
value systems and all human constructs.  















and a metafictional game with realistic narrative. The parody is achieved through 
many intentional religious allusions in the novel. Not only are the names of characters 
and places readily associated with Christianity, but the expansion of the religious cult 
alludes to the origins of Christianity. Since games always feature conspicuously as a 
thematic motif in his fiction, Coover constructs an arbitrary reality through elaborate 
patterns of coincidences and recurrences of numerology. It is the numerological 
speculations of the religious cult—the Brunists—that provide incentive for the 
development of the religious cult and the unfolding of the plot as well. Poking fun at 
the Brunists’ mathematical methods to make sense of occult coincidences and to 
create a pattern, Coover suggests that the Brunists’ numerological associations are one 
of the dogmas that mislead and restrict people. Coover’s play with realistic narrative 
is a metafictional game, a perfect mode to construct self-conscious game narrative. By 
using the metaphor of the formation, establishment and universal fame of the religious 
cult, Coover makes the book a metafictional commentary on the fictiveness of 
religion and history, suggesting that the need for purpose and meaning-construction is 
not an individual quest exclusive to the religious fanatics but a collective need. 
Superficially following a realistic convention, the novel builds up tensions, unfolds 
the plot with actual scenes, dialogues and characters, and reaches a climax at the end 
of the novel. Coover begins to destroy the stability of perceptions of the reader and 
creates a sense of ilinx by blending narrative linearity with fantasy, changing narrative 
style, disrupting linear time and producing incongruities between characters and their 
language. In a nutshell, the game that Coover plays here is to create an illusion of 
realism and traditions and then to break away from the constraints of narrative 
convention when the reader is comfortably accustomed to conventional narrative style. 
In addition, the carnival scene on the Mount of Redemption where the Brunists await 
the Final Judgment reveals Coover’s playful attitude towards traditions and reminds 
people of the “Dionysian” societies which are “ruled by masks and possession, i.e. by 
mimicry and ilinx.” (Caillois 88)  Coover’s sense of playfulness in the book has as 
usual become a deliberate strategy to stimulate readers to reexamine cultural codes 















Structured in the similar vein to his first novel The Origin of the Brunists, 
Coover’s second book The Universal Baseball Association, Inc., J. Henry Waugh, 
Prop., demonstrates a strong sense of playfulness. In the novel centered on the 
tabletop baseball game, Coover equates the play-impulse with fiction-making. 
Compared to Justin Miller, the self-conscious game-player in The Origin of the 
Brunists, the protagonist is a more devoted “homo luden” and his game encompasses 
the four categories of play defined by Roger Caillois: agon, alea, mimicry and ilinx. 
Unlike most fictions about sports or games, Coover’s book is ludic in that it writes 
about a man playing a game, involves the particular pattern and regulations of 
baseball game, and constructs its text by using the structure of the game to develop 
plot, characters and action. His play with characters still shows continuity in basic 
concerns and bears resemblances to his other fictions. Coover, the game-master, is 
playing with Henry, with language and myth. The playfulness of the novel is 
demonstrated in Henry’s construction of a baseball league through elaborate patterns 
of numerological coincidences and his cautious naming of his baseball players. 
Henry’s manipulation of game rules leads to the corruption of games, a situation 
elaborated by Caillois when a player cannot distinguish fact from fiction and 
identifies himself with the characters he has created. By creating Henry’s game-world, 
Coover rejects the notion that novels should be a truthful account of reality and that 
there is a stable, objective historical truth. Instead, he advocates an acceptance of 
uncertainty and chance, and suggests multiple possibilities of interpretations. 
Gerald’s Party is Coover’s fourth book to be studied in this dissertation. In his 
mixture of genres, discourses and voices, Coover plays a game with fictional codes, 
invoking the elements of the detective code to produce and then to disappoint readers’ 
expectations for detective fiction. Coover’s penchant to deconstruct and disrupt the 
established key elements in the tradition—the social hierarchies, the logic of 
detection—is remarkable. In Caillois’s terms, Coover is playing a game with a strong 
ilinx impulse, achieved through the descriptions of dizzying noises, voices and non 
sequitur at the party. The desire of vertigo is fulfilled when guests are indulged in 















The pursuit of vertigo persists until the end of the party. The game that Coover plays 
with the reader is conducted through the use of “misdirection”, proliferation of 
misleading clues, the creation of a dogmatic player and an anti-climactic denouement. 
In Coover’s game with the reader, the balance between “the need for surprise and the 
need for believability” of detective fiction (Ames 89) is parodied, producing a sense 
of humor, illogic and implausibility. Besides its playfulness, Gerald’s Party displays 
much affinity between Coover’s party novel and postmodernist literature. The dozens 
of guests are faceless, nameless, and characterless, with their voices and conversations 
intermingling with and intercepted by each other. The intertwining voices, bodily 
conflicts, and ensuing uncanny murders enmesh the readers in confusion and lead to 
the frustration of their expectations. 
Establishing his position as a significant writer, Coover has contributed a lot to 
the refashioning of American literature through his subversion of narrative 
conventions, blending satire with burlesques, verbal games and impersonal comments 
on history, politics, myth, religion and American society. However, the elusiveness of 
his writing, the raunchy diction, and lengthy and excessive details are quite a blemish 
on his writing. In a word, Robert Coover has made and will continue to make great 
contributions to contemporary American literature.  
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